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NOTES ON MACMILLAN'S ELLESMERE ISLAND TRIP 

Prior to the return of the Crocker Land Expedition last fall, Donald B. 
MacMillan, the leader, made an exploratory trip along the southeastern 
coast of Ellesmere Island, the large island of the American Arctic Archi- 
pelago bordering on the west the channel between it and Greenland which 
leads into the Polar Sea. This trip has already been described in the 
October, 1917, Review (Vol. 4, pp. 320-321). Additional details have been 
furnished the Society by Mr. MacMillan, which, together with photographs 
taken on the trip, are presented herewith. 

Leaving Etah on the Greenland coast on March 27, 1917, MacMillan with 
three Eskimos crossed Smith Sound in a northwestern direction and then 
followed the coast of Ellesmere Island south until blocked by open water 
and an impassable ice-foot at Cape Isabella (in the same latitude as Etah). 1 
This was one of the points where cairns were erected by the British Arctic 
Expedition of 1875-76 under command of Captain (later Sir) George S. 
Nares. On the outward trip, on July 29, 1875, a cairn was built here and 
a cask left to receive letters for the expedition. 2 Contact with the outer 
world was established through Captain (later Sir) Allen Young's voyages 
in the Pandora (later De Long's Jeannette). 3 On his attempted trip to the 
north magnetic pole in 1875 he made two visits to the Cary Islands (in the 
approach to Smith Sound), leaving mail for the expedition on August 18 
and finding despatches from it on September 10. 4 On his second trip, in 
1876 (on August 6), he landed at Cape Isabella. The circumstances con- 
nected with the depositing of despatches for the Nares expedition are here 
set forth editorially in order to allow the reader to assign to a find which 
MacMillan made at Cape Isabella its proper place among the intricacies of 
these Arctic malentendus. 

On August 3, three days before, Captain Young had visited Littleton 
Island, on the opposite side of Smith Sound, and found a record signed by 
Nares and dated July 28, 1875, in which the following passages occurred : 5 

Should this cairn not be visited by a sledge party from the expedition before June, 

1 For location of places see the map in the Geographical Record under " Polar Regions," below. 

2 See G. S. Nares: Narrative of a Voyage to the Polar Sea during 1875-6 in H.M. Ships 'Alert' and 
'Discovery,' 2 vols., London, 4th edit., 1878 ; reference in Vol. 1, pp. 56-57. The passage reads : " Commander 
Markham accompanied by Captain Feilden landed in a small bay on the south side of the extreme point 
of the cape. After an extremely rough scramble up one of the gullies, a cairn was erected on the outer 
spur of Cape Isabella, 700 feet above the water-line ; a cask for letters and a few cases of preserved meat 
being hidden away on a lower point, about 300 feet high, magnetic west of the cairn." 

Cf . also : Journal and Proceedings of the Arctic Expedition, 1875-6, under the Command of Captain Sir 
George S. Nares, R.N., K.C.B., British Parliamentary Paper C 1636, London, 1877, p. 4. 

3 Allen Young: The Two Voyages of the 'Pandora' in 1875-76, London, 1879. The relevant passages 
are on pp. 32-33, 70-71, 83-84, 125-126, and 132-150. In the following account Parliamentary Paper C 1686 
is followed.. 

4 Young, op. cit., pp. 32-33 and 70-71 and Parliamentary Paper C 1686, p. 470. 

5 Parliamentary Paper C 1636, p. 478. 
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Pig. 3. 




Fig. 4. 



Fig. 3— Camp on the sea ice about twenty-five miles south of Cape Isabella. The coast is visible 
in the distance. 



Fig. 4— Camp at Cape Isabella. 
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Fro. 5. 
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Fig. 6. 



Fig. 5— Brevoort Island from Peary's hut at Cape Sabine. 
Fig. 6— Ice-foot near Cape Sabine. 
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1876, our despatches will be found near a cairn on Cape Isabella; but if the strait is 
easily crossed, the sledge will visit this position. 

Should any letters for us be brought thus far I request that they may be brought on 
as far north as the vessel intends to come on the west side of the strait. If the vessel is 
not to enter the strait, then I request that our letters may be placed in my cairn on Cape 
Isabella. . . . 

My intended stations on the west shore of the strait, where cairns may be expected to 
be found, and which will be regularly visited as long as the expedition remains north of 
Smith Sound, are Cape Isabella, Island off Cape Sabine, Dobbin Bay, or Cape Leidy, 
Carl Ritter Bay, and Cape Bellot. 

In view of the ice-filled condition of Smith Sound and the relatively early 
date, Captain Young could not tell what his movements in the immediate 
future would be or even whether he could again visit the cape. He there- 
fore decided to land only the loose letters and to hold the sealed bags con- 
taining the important official despatches until the landing party returned 
with further information. 6 The landing party, under Lieutenant Charles 
R. Arbuthnot, found a message from Captain Nares twenty feet magnetic 
north of a cairn on top of the cape and reported that, at an unconventional 
distance from a smaller cairn on a lower point, four cases and a cask were 
found, which they did not open, however, believing the cases to contain 
provisions and assuming that a cask in so obscure a position would not 
contain letters. 7 The message from Captain Nares read: 8 

H. M. S. "Alert," at Cape Isabella, 

29th July, 1875. 

"Alert" and "Discovery" erected this cairn 29th July, 1875. Should the Strait be 

impassable for a sledge, the despatches from the expedition will be deposited in a cask 

on the lower point magnetic west of this position each spring of our stay north of Smith 

Sound. 

Anyone having despatches or letters for the expedition, is requested to deposit them 
in the cask, unless he is coming farther north, in that case a cairn will probably be found 
at Cape Sabine, Dobbin Bay, Carl Bitter Bay, and Port Bellot. All well on board. No 
ice in sight. 

Should the strait be passable, the despatches will be taken to Littleton Island. 

C S. Nares, 

Commanding Expedition. 

The wind having increased considerably in violence, it was not possible 
to return. As the wording of Captain Nares 's message made it seem certain, 
however, that the cask on the lower point was the one referred to that 
would contain the expedition's despatches, Captain Young resolved to revisit 
the cape. After an unsuccessful attempt on August 7 and more than two 
weeks' cruising in the neighborhood watching for favorable ice conditions, 
Cape Isabella was finally reached on August 25. On examination the 
cases were found to contain preserved meat and the Cask was empty. This 
showed that no sledge party from the Nares expedition had reached this 
point. 

6 Parliamentary Paper C 1636, p. 471. 7 Ibid., p. 476. 8 Ibid., p. 477. 
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Pig 7. 











Fig. 8. 

Fig. 7— Foulke Fiord (Etah) on the Greenland side of Smith Sound, with the headquarters of the 
Crocker Land Expedition on the foreshore in the foreground. 

Fig. 8— "Borup Lodge," the headquarters of the Crocker Land Expedition at Etah. In the fore- 
ground, dog teams preparing to leave. 
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190 THE GEOGRAPHICAL REVIEW 

On both visits to Cape Isabella Captain Young left records of his move- 
ments. On the second visit the record stated that the sealed bags contain- 
ing the despatches had been left at Littleton Island two days before, on 
August 23 — a step decided on because at that time it did not seem probable 
that Cape Isabella could be reached. These records were buried twenty 
feet magnetic north of the small cairn on the lower hill. 




Fig. 9— E-took-a-shoo, one of MacMillan's Eskimo companions on 
his Ellesmere Island trip, who discovered Sir Allen Young's record 
at Cape Isabella (see the text and Fig. 11). E-took-a-shoo was one 
of two Eskimos, companions of Dr. Frederick A. Cook on his Arctic 
journey of 1907-09, who testified to MacMillan that Cook did not 
reach the pole (see the February Review, pp. 140-141). 

A fortnight after Captain Young's departure the ships of the Nares 
expedition, the Alert and the Discovery, stopped at Cape Isabella, on Sep- 
tember 9, homeward bound. The landing party, under Commander Albert 
H. Markham, found the package of letters but failed to find Captain Young's 
record. Because of this Captain Nares did not know of the fact that the 
main despatches had been left at Littleton Island, and the expedition 
returned to England without calling there. 9 

It was Captain Young's records and a record left by Captain Nares 

9 G. S. Nares's'work cited in footnote 2, p. 174. 




Pig. 10. 




Fig. 11. 



Fig. 10— Cairn erected on Cape Isabella by the British Arctic Expedition of 1875-76 under command 
of Captain (later Sir) George Nares. 

Fig. 11— (Left) Head of a cask marked "Alert," found by MacMillan in 1917 at Cape Isabella, which 
contained records from the British Arctic Expedition of 1875-76. 

(Right) Upper— Tin wrapped in sailcloth containing despatches from Sir Allen Young of the Pandora 
expedition of 1876, found at Cape Isabella on MacMillan's trip of 1917. Lower— Copper tube containiug 
Captain Nares's records which was inside the cask marked "Alert." 
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on September 9 that MaeMillan had the good fortune to find. The 
main cairn (Fig. 10) on top of the cape was first examined, MaeMillan 
reports, but it contained nothing. On descending to the lower point 
a cask was finally discovered with its head marked " Alert" (Fig. 11). 
Within was a copper tube containing the record written by Captain 




Fig. 12— Sun dropping into the sea at Etah. 

Nares, consisting of a summary of the work of the expedition. This, 
according to the copy furnished to the Society by Mr. MaeMillan, 
reads : 

Arctic Expedition 9th September, 1876 

H. M. S. " Alert' ' at Cape Isabella 

Her Majesty's ships " Alert" and "Discovery" arrived here on their way south to 
Port Foulke. The "Alert" wintered in Lat. 82° 27' N., Long. 61° 22' W., inside 
grounded ice. The "Discovery" wintered in a sheltered harbour in Lat. 81° 44' N., Long. 
65° 3' W. 

The sledge crews of the "Alert," after a severe journey over the ice, succeeded in 
attaining Lat. 83° 20' 30" N., and the coast line from the Winter Quarters of the "Alert" 
to the northward and westward was explored to Lat. 82° 23' N., Long. 84° 26' W., Cape 
Columbia, the northernmost cape, being in Lat. 83° 7', Long. 70° 30' W. 

Sledge parties from the "Discovery" explored the north coast of Greenland to Lat. 
82° 21' N., Long. 52° W. (approximately), a distance of seventy miles beyond "Repulse 
Harbour. ' ' 

No land was sighted to the northward of the above explorations except a few small 
islands at the extreme of the Greenland coast explored. 

Lady Franklin Sound was explored by the "Discovery" and was found to run S.W. 
65 miles, and terminated in two small bays, also Petermann's Fiord for 19 miles, and 
was then found to be impassable for sledges owing to glacier ice. 

A seam of coal 250 yards long and 22 feet thick was found in the neighbourhood of 
the ' ' Discovery 's ' ' Winter Quarters. 
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[Passage illegible] employed in sledge travelling. 

Four deaths have occurred, — Neil C. Petersen, Interpreter, at Winter 

TT TIT O 

<<ai +»> Quarters on the 14th May, from the effects of a severe frost bite (which 

necessitated a part of each foot being amputated) followed by exhaustion 

and scorbutic taint. George Porter, Gunner, R.M.A., on the 8th June of 

scurvy and general debility, when absent on a sledge journey, and was 

H. M. S. buried in the floe in Lat. 82° 41' N. 

.Discovery 

James J. Hand, A. B., of scurvy on the 13th of June and Charles W. 

Paul, A. B., of scurvy on the 29th June; both buried in Polaris Bay. 
The ice in the Polar Sea broke up on the 20th day of July, and on the 31st the 
" Alert* ' left her Winter Quarters, and on the 12th of August joined the il Discovery. ' ' 
Both ships left "Discovery Bay*' on the 20th day of August and proceeded south. 
All well. 

We are homeward bound with very little ice in sight. We shall call at Disco, but not 
at Littleton Island or Port Foulke. 

G. S. Nares, Captain E.N. 

Commanding Arctic Expedition. 

Captain Young's records, together with a letter from Lieutenant Arbuth- 
not to Captain Stephenson of the Discovery, were found by E-took-a-shoo, 
one of MacMillan 's Eskimo companions, in a tin wrapped in heavy sailcloth 
(Fig. 11). The record left by Captain Young on his second visit, as 
supplied by Mr. MacMillan, reads : 

11 Pandora," August 24th, midnight, 1876 
Dear Captain Nares: 

On our previous visit here — Aug. 6th, 1876 — we were blown off by a gale and drift 
ice, and have ever since that date been attempting to regain the cape, a solid pack of 
drift ice extending from Cape Dunsterville on the west shore round to Cairn Point on 
the east shore preventing our reaching within 10 miles of Cape Isabella. 

I have tried to get northward but have not been able to reach beyond Cape Paterson 
on this side, or Latitude 78° 45' on the east side. 

On August 6th our landing party were unable to examine the packages, and we were 
thus left in doubt as to whether they were your despatches or some of your provisions, 
and hence my attempts to regain the cape. 

Failing in our repeated attempts to regain the cape, and seeing no prospect of our 
doing so this season, I landed the bulk of your letters and despatches on the lower point 
N.N.E. (mag.) from your cairn on Littleton Island and where I hope they will be even 
more accessible to you than on this cape. 

After a heavy southerly gale yesterday, we have succeeded in getting through the 
S.W. pack, and if I succeed in getting back into clear water, I proceed homewards at the 
end of this month, having cruised here all the navigable season in the event of your 
sending a boat party to Littleton Island. 

Trusting that you are all well and have succeeded in your arduous work, 

Yours truly, 

Allen Young. 

Landed at 1 a. m. August 25 and on examination found the cask to be empty and the 
cans to contain preserved meat. They will be left as they were found. 
It is evident no sledge party has visited this place. 

Charles R. Arbuthnot 

Keturning from Cape Isabella, MacMillan reached Etah on April 9. 
Starting again on May 3, MacMillan followed his previous route but this 
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time succeeded in advancing farther south along the Ellesmere Island coast. 
Instead of reaching Clarence Head (76° 40' N.) as reported in the October, 
1917, Review, it appears that the farthest point attained was Boger Point 
(77° 25'), from which, however, sights were taken toward the south. This 
disclosed the fact that Sonders Island (77° 10') is at present a nunatak 
interrupting the surface of a glacier. This circumstance and the fact 
that MacMillan counted fifty-five tidewater glaciers between Cape Sabine 
(78° 50') and Clarence Head as compared with nine indicated on a standard 
map based on conditions fifty years ago 10 would seem to show that, even 
when allowance is made for the provisional nature of the earlier surveys, 
glacial activity has greatly increased throughout this region during the 
last half-century. The front of one of these glaciers, the American Museum 
Glacier, between Paget Point (78° 10') and Cape Faraday (77° 50'), is 
almost 20 miles long; a similar glacier somewhat farther south is the 
American Geographical Society Glacier (Fig. 1). 

Starting back from Boger Point on May 16^ Etah was reached on May 
24 and the trip thereby brought to its close. 

io Polar Regions: Baffin Bay to Lincoln Sea, 1:1,400,000, U.S. Hydrographic Office Chart No. 2142, which 
is based for this region mainly on surveys from a ship's deck by Inglefield in 1852 and Hayes in 1861 (for 
sources see note in October, 1917, Review, Vol. 4, p. 321). 



